Most of the writings of actress Sorana Ţopa are rather unknown. The abridged editions of some of the plays that announced the two inter-war trilogies, Ciclul vieţii (The Cycle of Life) and Ciclul morţii (The Cycle of Death) prove that Sorana Ţopa was more than a beautiful, expressive, mysterious actress. Her texts are filled with questions on the actor's state and destiny. The meanings of her plays are less accessible when read alone; the pages of her diary, the transcripts of her conversations bring forth the figure of a restless actress, an analytic spirit; her questions seem to still be searching for answers.
1 Fragments of this article have previously been presented at the national symposium "Romanian Memoirs, between the Historical Document and the Aesthetic Object", organized by the Iaşi branch of the Romanian Academy.  PhD, Professor at the Faculty of Theatre at George Enescu National University of Arts in Iaşi, Romania.  Doctoral Student at the Faculty of Theatre at George Enescu National University of Arts in Iaşi, Romania.
Most of the writings of actress Sorana Ţopa are rather unknown. The abridged editions of some of the plays that announced the two inter-war trilogies, Ciclul vieţii (The Cycle of Life) and Ciclul morţii (The Cycle of Death), prove that the beautiful, expressive, mysterious Sorana Ţopa wasand meant -more than a beautiful, expressive, mysterious actress. Her writings are full of questions on the actor's, artist's and human's condition and destiny; vibrations of Indian philosophy are interwoven with existentialism, Eastern thought mixes with Western thought. The meanings of her plays are less accessible when read alone; the pages of her diary, the transcripts of her conversations bring forth the figure of a restless actress, an analytic spirit; her questions seem to still be searching for answers: "To hell with this unquenchable thirst of wishing to become something different to what you truly are! The source out of which an entirely unique 'novelty of expression' could spring is considered to be 'the desert of uncertainty', which is 'haunted by all the fears' of near Apocalypse. A panic that haunts most of us who are somehow awaken, passive witnesses of this era of severe crossroads for the entire planet -with all its living creatures!" (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p. 10, our translation).
In fact, the analysis of the unpublished documents that were generously offered by Mrs. Lucreţia Angheluţă to the Research Centre at the Faculty of Theatre at George Enescu National University of Arts in Iaşi prove that Sorana Ţopa can hugely help us in retrieving the memory of a time that is still insufficiently known, one that was intensely lived by the Romanian theatre, the first half of the 20 th century. One can retrieve the memory of that time from the actress' plays, diary, conversation logs and letters -most of which have not been published and to which we can add the biographies and memoirs of other actors from that era; all of these help in understanding the images of two eras -the one between the world wars and the one after WWII -as they were imprinted in Sorana Ţopa's view. Although dramaturgy is not, by academic norms, related to the domain of memoirs, there are, in Sorana Ţopa's plays, direct references to the world of theatre, to human relationships (both personal and social) that help in drawing attention to the way in which Sorana's restlessness comes in various shapes, impregnated by the vibrations that were born from those specific contexts, to become the memory of that time. The creative and... meditative actress is insufficiently known. When she died, the published articles and epitaphs had some observations and questions (which could be accompanied by suspension points) that could be deemed provocative: "She knew and understood very well the aesthetic and human value of many things that she had renounced, not so much because of her age, but because of some sort of discipline of inner freedom. She had taken some distance from life, from the life that is meant for living, so that she could only deal with the life meant for contemplating and, especially, for understanding." (Paleologu, 1986, p. 16, our translation) Some milestones form Sorana Ţopa's biography can help in understanding the context in which she lived and tried to give life meaning, through her acting and writing. She was born on the 14 th of February, 1898, in the commune Podu-Turcului, in the district Tecuci (nowadays, the commune is part of the district Bacău). From 1918 to 1919 she was a student at the Conservatory of Music and Drama in Iaşi, having State Dragomir as professor. On the 1 st of August, 1918 she was noticed by Mihail Sadoveanu, who was the manager of the National Theatre in Iaşi, and she was hired as an intern. With ambition and determination, she would start building her career, making use of her talent and charisma. She would always try to know, understand and give more. In 1920, Mihai Codreanu, then manager of the National Theatre, started the procedure for sending her and Aurel Ghiţescu to Paris, for one year, with a scholarship, which was accomplished, with many efforts, no sooner than July 1924. The documents of the theatre kept at the Iaşi branch of the National Archives prove the efforts. Thus, on the 30 th of April, 1924, during the meeting of the United Committees of the National Theatre in Iaşi (the administrative and the literary committees), the first matter discussed was "Miss Sorana Ţopa's request, filed at no. 633/924 and Mister A. Ghiţescu's request, filed at no. 534/924, in which they request a nine months leave of absence, so that they can go to Paris to complete their knowledge on theatre." When she came back to Romania, she wanted to go to Bucharest. She managed to do so only when the contract she had signed allowed her to. In November 1926, she was hired at the National Theatre in Bucharest, where she would be given many roles, up until September 1947, when she was forced to retire by manager Zaharia Stancu because she had not proven her political loyalty, as she had fiercely refused to act in Communist performances. Life in the theatre has never been easy. Away from the fascinating shining lights, there are many shadows. Among the unpublished documents (supporting our research 2 ) that come to shape the memory of a time, there are a photograph and a program of the performance Călătorie în întuneric (Voyage into the Dark), which premiered "Wednesday, the 10 th of March, 1923". Sorana Ţopa acted the part of Mary -who was born blind; the performance was directed by I. Şahighian, and the play was written by... Nicolae Bucur. However, things were different in reality. The true story is revealed in the article Sorana Țopa par elle même, published in the magazine Apostrof (Țopa, Sorana Țopa par elle même, 1994, p. 13), in which the actress reveals how she was forced to use a pseudonym for her play to be staged, with the complicity of Liviu Rebreanu, then manager of the National Theatre in Bucharest, because of the misogyny that was starting to be more and more present in the second part of the inter-war period, and also because of the political factor. Sorana Țopa did not write randomly; she followed the path of a vision. She wrote out of her wish to share what she thought was essential: defining human destiny, the times and the self, searching for the meaning of life and, furthermore, of what comes after it, after moving in a different time, on the 1 st of November, 1986 (Bucharest) . "According to the note preceding the drama Omul ascuns (The Hidden Man), the author had an order for her writings (most of which remain unpublished), a two-part ample dramatic construction" (Vartic, 1994, our translation) . The aforementioned note is named by the autor LĂMURIRE (CLARIFICATION):
"This play is part of a cycle of plays which have a common guiding line, envisioned by the author in two parts.
As these plays will be printed, or staged, one will see that they refer to a life experience which has naturally evolved to its current form and basis.
Thus, the plays come in the following order: THE CYCLE OF LIFE 1.
The Illusion Sellers (manuscript) 1929.
2.
Voyage into the Dark, written in 1939 and performed at the National Theatre in Bucharest in the season 1943-1944. 3. The Hidden Man, this play (written in 1941). THE CYCLE OF DEATH
1.
Appasionata, (manuscript) 1944.
2.
The Villa of Silence, (manuscript) 1946.
3.
True Death, (to be written)
Bucharest, December, 1946 S.Ț." (Ţopa, Teatru, Omul ascuns, 1947, p.7, our translation)
The edition we have is part of a limited series -"There are twenty-six copies of this book which are not for sell, and which are numbered from 1 to 26" -and it belonged to the author, who made some notes on the clarification page. Thus, we find that the play True Death "was not written" and that there were some writings after this edition:
"We, Judas' Offspring (in three parts)
Dialogues" (Ţopa, Teatru, Omul ascuns, 1947, p.7, our translation)
One page, some notes, and there is a new light cast on Sorana Ţopa's creation. Maybe there will come a day when the memoirs will make use of a new tool -annotation -among its rigorous, scientific classifications.
However, our study follows the unusual relation between Sorana Ţopa's Journal from 1971-1972, her Conversations (Ţopa, Conversations, Manuscripts, Unpublished Notes from Dialogues with "Sorin Ionescu and Others, Chance Guests") and the monologue A fi sau a nu fi...actor? (To Be or Not to Be... an Actor?) -a still unpublished manuscript, dated "September, 1966, Bucharest".
In Journal 1971 -1972 (Țopa, Jurnal 1971 -1972 , there is the following note, dated the 3 rd of February: "This piece will not be published before my death." The first public presentation of some fragments of it was made on the 30 th of November, 2018, during the International Conference "100 Years of Theatre Research in Iaşi" organized by the Research Centre of the Faculty of Theatre at George Enescu National University of Arts, and they were published in the volume 1918-2018: 100 Years of Theater Research in Iasi.
"I know, the key would be tuning the thought to the deed, but how?... How!..." (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p.4, our translation). This principle of tuning the thought to the deed was, in 1966, an element of modernity in acting which was promoted by Michael Chekhov, "the actor, who must think of their body as an instrument for expressing creative ideas on the stage, must aim for achieving complete harmony between mind and body." (Cehov, 2014, p.11, our translation) The monologue represents a poetics of acting; its depth, its roots and the labour that generated it are revealed by a page in the Journal:
"The 3 rd of February, 1972 I've begun what I hope is the last revision of the 'Actor' monologue. I'm tired of having these so-called literary preoccupations. Although I honestly confess that in-depth work on this monologue is not an escape, it is not a pleasant surrender in a sort of writing that could give personal satisfaction. This piece will not be published before my death, and even then I guess it would not go without problems... I might state that, on the contrary, this revision is a cause for very precious meditation, because it is through this contact with what I consider to be some sort (kind) of message, I can follow at the same time both the inner process, with its subtle reactions to the matter of self-knowledge, the main topic, and the basis of the writing, a matter that involves the author first and foremost.
It is strange how nothing I've written stands (when read) during a revision. There is always something to be erased, eliminated, and very rarely something to be added. This means that the spirit has not reached fixed positions and that any conclusion can go through a drastic change. This only occurs when you discover that even the most sacred values, when expressed without the basis of authentic, intimate experience, sound hollow and seem to have been artificially glued together, instead of naturally growing out of the core of something that has been entirely lived, and only by yourself." (Ţopa, Jurnal 1971 (Ţopa, Jurnal -1972 Going through the monologue, one understands the meaning of "inner process"; the specialized reader (but not only them) can identify several topics that are fundamental in the art of acting. Their brief presentation helps in understanding Sorana Ţopa's view on the meaning of creation as an integral part of life. The character of the actor speaks on behalf of the author, the actress who was actually presenting the principles that had coordinated her entire acting career and that she wanted to pass on to those working in the theatre in a confusing socio-economical context. Therefore, the WORD comes as an essential topic.
"Please, do not be offended, but this is my humble opinion, that the word spoken on the stage by real people is still the most direct means of communication. I too try to remain an adamant servant of authenticity, in art as well as in life... The not-so-humble way I describe myself is proof of this." (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi...actor, 1966, p.6, our translation) HUMAN NATURE joins in and receives depth. The preoccupation with the vulnerability and ephemeral nature of the human being can also be found in other writings. She provokes on a (self)ironic note:
"I stop to ask in all seriousness:... is there anyone, whether a great man, a great scientist or even a great creator, a genius... who is not in the least banal or even petty when waking up, with puffed eyes [...] In my humble opinion, there is no qualitative difference between the strong yawn of a longshoreman and, for instance, that of a worldly ruler, crowned or not... who forgets to cover his mouth." (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p.7, our translation) Going further on the logic path of his discourse, The Actor wants to understand MEANING.
"Moreover, you do know all too well that it is from here, from the caves of this skull filled with stale memories, old as the world, that there comes doubt, as well as lucidity, right? (ballooning) Lucidity that I hope, still, will someday reach the absolute purpose of human existence, and of my own, of course. (silence) Because it's no laughing matter to discover that you spend your entire life babbling as if asleep and making all sorts of meaningless gestures (he does them), at random, walking past your peers like a ghost, with eyes tied... blind. (he seems to go beyond his own void) Yes, never and nowhere a creative presence, a living presence... and fully awake... I guess what this mission could mean... Lo and behold, what great creators of men and meanings some of us could become if we emptied our minds, not only of the arrogance of words learnt by heart, but also of our tiny, so-called intimate experiences." (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi...actor, 1966, pp.9-10, our translation) "To hell with this unquenchable thirst of wishing to become something different to what you truly are! The source out of which an entirely unique 'novelty of expression' could spring is considered to be 'the desert of uncertainty', which is 'haunted by all the fears' of near Apocalypse. A panic that haunts most of us who are somehow awaken, passive witnesses of this era of severe crossroads for the entire planet -with all its living creatures!" (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p. 10, our translation).
Who are we? What is the purpose of our passing? What comes after it? These questions preyed on her mind, marking her adult years, her life and writings. Life and art could have meaning only if they were marked by "thought", reflexivity and self-knowledge. Theatre technique had to obey these three directions, which are still essential nowadays. Her ideas on ACTOR TRAINING still apply.
"Maybe you aren't aware how the actors are initiated, as early as their first years of apprenticeship, in several mental, but mostly physical disciplines... we take special gymnastics classes, we learn improvisation, fencing, and even some modest circus numbers, like somersaults, leaping on imaginary ropes... etc. [...] I almost forgot... among other laudable things, like literature and its history, the modern candidate is also taught dance and pantomime, when needed. You get it, right? All of this in order to get the attention of even the most demanding spectator! [...] How come there are so many physical and so-called cultural exercises taught to the actor, and the most important and revealing problem, that of self-knowledge, is not even mentioned? Unbelievable, right? To fumble like a mole in the darkness of your own inner conflicts, with no real exit to any understanding, and still to have the pretention that your art awakens in other people the burning thirst to understand their own, and even the possibility to overcome them?!" (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p.14, our translation) HER WILL "Therefore... before any fictitious leap towards any ideal, you must look straight to the star of loneliness and then to end, once and for all, any useless chatter, reverie and magic, sterile concepts, even those about rightfulness, beauty and sublime..." (Ţopa, A fi sau a nu fi... actor, 1966, p.17, our translation)
All these qualms are also present in her Journal and Conversations. And yet... In the epitaph in România Literară, Alexandru Paleologu wrote:
"For my generation, Sorana Ţopa's passing means the end of a great chapter in the history of our intellectual life. She wouldn't have accepted this epithet, which she would use ironically, mockingly. For her, 'intellectual' meant a bundle of negative things: vanity, dryness, limitation, snobbery. She opposed, or better put, she preferred the term 'spirituality'. I allowed myself, more than once, to object to her option. I thought (and still do) that
